
 
Letter and memorandum to donors attending the “Supporting Syria and the Region” 
conference 
 
Human Rights Watch welcomes the upcoming Syria conference. It is essential that it should 
deliver a greatly strengthened international effort to support desperate and vulnerable 
Syrians, both within the country and in neighbouring states, as well as those that have 
arrived in Europe or seek refuge there. 
 
The conference will focus heavily on financial commitments and the need for more 
assistance for countries like Lebanon, Turkey, and Jordan, who between them are hosting 4 
million Syrian refugees.  Increased resources are certainly needed. But aid alone will not 
adequately address the range of challenges that Syrians face.  Based on our research, 
described in detail in the attached memorandum, Human Rights Watch has identified a need 
for action in three areas, if Syrians are to be better protected and assisted and their rights 
upheld.   
 
First, we urge donors to call on Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey to end current practices that 
violate the prohibition on refoulement and secure commitments to this at the conference. 
Although they are legally obliged to ensure that people fleeing Syria, including Palestinian 
refugees and other habitual residents of Syria, are able to seek asylum, Jordan, Lebanon and 
Turkey have all restricted entry to refugees from Syria in 2015 and pushed back asylum 
seekers or forcibly returned refugees, in violation of their international obligations. 
 
Second, donors should call on host countries to end harsh registration requirements that are 
nearly impossible for most refugees to meet. In January 2015, for example, Lebanese 
authorities implemented new border entry regulations, denying entry to refugees fleeing 
armed conflict and persecution in Syria, and imposed costly and restrictive regulations, 
effectively barring most refugees from renewing their residencies in Lebanon. Refugees 
without legal status are liable to arrest, and the lack of status has often prohibited refugees’ 
access to livelihoods, healthcare, and education, worsening their economic and social 
conditions, and, in the process, increasing not alleviating the burden on the host 
community. The renewal process is itself often abusive and arbitrary. In May 2015, Lebanese 
authorities demanded that UNHCR stop registering Syrian refugees in Lebanon. 
 
Third, we urge donors to work with host countries to lift existing barriers on access to 
education for Syrian children.  These barriers include requirements that Syrian children 
produce official school certificates – which many families left behind when they fled Syria – 



in order to enroll in school.  In Jordan and Lebanon, policies that subject Syrians to arrest 
and other penalties for lacking residency status or working without permits contribute to 
child labor and school drop-outs, since impoverished families see children as less at risk 
than adults for working. In January 2016, Turkey published a regulation that will allow some 
Syrians to apply for work permits. If the policy is fairly and rapidly implemented, enabling 
Syrians to support themselves, it should have significant benefits for refugee children. 
Donors should urge Lebanon and Jordan to make comparable changes that authorize 
refugees to work lawfully. 
 
Education funding is needed for the infrastructure that supports schools, staff, teacher 
training, and support for Syrian families to cover costs such as transport fees. There is a lack 
of support programs or language assistance for Syrian children adjusting to new and difficult 
curricula, which are often taught in languages – such as Turkish and English – in which they 
have little or no education. Widespread corporal punishment has also led some Syrian 
students to drop out. Enrollment in secondary education is poor, and inclusive education for 
children with disabilities is often non-existent.  
 
Countries outside the region, including members of the European Union, the United States, 
Australia, Russia, and the Gulf states, should share responsibility for hosting Syrian refugees 
with Turkey, Jordan and Lebanon, including by increasing safe resettlement opportunities. 
But resettlement should not be regarded as a substitute for asylum. European Union and 
other governments should ensure that Syrians and others seeking protection have the 
opportunity to present asylum claims at their land borders and ensure access to asylum for 
those present on their territory. 
 
Refugees will not be able to return to Syria any time soon, no matter how hard life is in host 
countries or how perilous the journey to Europe. Financial pledges are a crucial response to 
the crisis, but by themselves not sufficient to resolve Syrians’ plight. A sustainable, 
comprehensive and effective response plan needs to include the specific policy changes 
that are addressed in the attached memorandum. 
Thank you in advance for considering these proposals. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Bill Frelick  
Director, Refugee Rights Program 
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